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Gainful Employment 

What Is The Gainful Employment Rule? 
The Gainful Employment (GE) rule, mandated by the Higher Education Act, aims to ensure that career education
programs receiving federal student aid prepare students for gainful employment in a recognized occupation. The rule
seeks to protect students from low-value programs that leave graduates with unaffordable debt and poor job
prospects. It particularly targets institutions that have been shown to disproportionately harm students, especially
those from marginalized communities. The rule aims to provide baseline protections to students and taxpayers by
preventing federal aid from flowing to underperforming programs.

Applies To All degree programs at for-profit colleges and all certificate programs at for-profit, non-profit,
and public institutions.

How It’s Tested

Debt-to-Earnings Test
A program fails if graduates’ average
annual loan payments exceed 8% of
annual earnings or 20% of discretionary
earnings (approximately $22,000).

Earnings Premium Threshold
A program fails if, three years post-graduation,
the average earnings of graduates do not at
least equal the average earnings of high school
graduates (ages 25-34) in the state
(approximately $25,000, varies by state).

Consequences of Failure

Programs that fail either or
both metrics for one year
must warn students of
potential loss of federal aid
eligibility.

Programs failing the same
metric twice within a three-
year period lose eligibility to
receive Title IV federal
student loans and grants.

Transparency is increased through a
disclosure website showcasing
program performance on GE and
other metrics, however there are no
sanctions for non-career programs
that don't pass.
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https://www.federalregister.gov/documents/2023/10/10/2023-20385/financial-value-transparency-and-gainful-employment


2014
The original GE rule
focused on protecting
students from
unaffordable debt.

Under Secretary
DeVos, the rule was
rescinded, leaving
students vulnerable
at an estimated 10-
year cost to
taxpayers of more
than $6 billion.

2019

Latest rule reinstates
protections against
unaffordable debt and
adds the earnings
premium threshold to
ensure graduates don't
make less than a high-
school graduate.

2023

Implementation Delay

January 2025 For more information visit www.ticas.org

Why It’s Needed

For-profit colleges have been shown to be more
likely to have programs that fail accountability
measures. For-profit colleges offered only one-third
of the programs covered by the 2014 GE rule but 98
percent of the programs that failed the rule’s
accountability measure.

Prevent Predatory Practices

These failing programs negatively affect Black and
Latino students more than other groups. Black and
Latino students were disproportionately represented
in programs that failed the 2014 GE rule, and
programs at risk of failing the 2023 rule similarly
enroll larger shares of students of color on average
than passing programs.

Disproportionate Racial Impact

Black and Latino students at for-profit colleges are
more likely to take on debt, and at higher amounts
than students at public colleges. Nine out of ten
Black and Latino students who graduated from a for-
profit undergraduate degree program had to take on
debt—and at least $10,000 more on average than
students who borrowed to attend public colleges.

Financial Burden

The rule safeguards taxpayer money by preventing
federal aid from going to programs that do not serve
students well and are likely to lead to student loan
defaults.

Taxpayer Protections

A Brief History

Current Status And Threats

Legal Challenges 
For-profit entities are
pursuing legal action to
block the rule's
implementation.

The Department of
Education extended the
reporting deadline, possibly
delaying the publication of a
list of failing programs.

Congressional Opposition

The College Cost Reduction
Act seeks to eliminate the
2023 GE rule and prevent
future regulation of "gainful
employment," which would
remove critical safeguards for
students from programs that
lead to high debt and low pay.

https://www.federalregister.gov/documents/2014/10/31/2014-25594/program-integrity-gainful-employment
https://www.chronicle.com/article/here-are-the-programs-that-failed-the-gainful-employment-rule/?sra=true
https://ticas.org/wp-content/uploads/2022/01/Student-Protections-and-the-value-of-a-GE-Rule.pdf
https://ticas.org/racial-equity-agenda/for-profits-remain-a-risky-investment-for-black-students-and-the-proposed-gainful-employment-rule-can-help/
https://civilrights.org/wp-content/uploads/2024/08/GainfulEmploymentPolicyBrief.pdf
https://civilrights.org/wp-content/uploads/2024/08/GainfulEmploymentPolicyBrief.pdf
https://fsapartners.ed.gov/knowledge-center/library/electronic-announcements/2024-11-13/reminder-institutional-requirements-financial-value-transparency-gainful-employment-must-be-completed-january-15-2025
https://fsapartners.ed.gov/knowledge-center/library/electronic-announcements/2024-11-13/reminder-institutional-requirements-financial-value-transparency-gainful-employment-must-be-completed-january-15-2025
https://www.congress.gov/bill/118th-congress/house-bill/6951
https://www.congress.gov/bill/118th-congress/house-bill/6951

